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Practices of Persuasion
Persuasion is one of those portmanteau concepts on which hang many ideas, al-though not necessarily coherently or neatly. From a rhetorical perspective, per-
suasion is the process of gaining the assent of an audience, whether through rational
argument (logos), emotion (pathos), or ethical force of character (ethos).
Behavioural psychology approaches to persuasion also aim to gain the assent of
audiences, but more by bypassing rationality through other means, not all of them
ethical, by invoking particular emotions such as anxiety, status envy, fear, and the
like. From the sociological archive, one of my favourite concepts, and only recently
rediscovered in the analysis of the working of networks, is Gabriel Tarde’s
(1890/2001) idea that persuasion operates microsociologically by “laws of imitation.”
So given the large and contradictory variety of theories of persuasion, it seemed
appropriate, in light of this issue’s contents, to focus instead on recent instances of
the practices of persuasion.
Accordingly, the authors featured in this issue approach persuasion from four
categories of specific and different practices. Branding, re-branding, or “advertainment”
are the focus of Christopher Ali’s “Of Logos, Owners, and Cultural Intermediaries” and
Kyle Asquith and Alison Hearn’s “Promotional Prime Time,” respectively. 
From branding and promotion, we move to Jennifer Lees-Marshment and Alex
Marland’s important study of Canadian political consultants’ views of political
marketing, a different type of branding. Interestingly, these authors stress the
considerable differences between American and Canadian approaches to political
marketing, with the latter’s (not surprising, perhaps) greater dependence upon the
apparatuses of state power. 
The third category of persuasive practices in this issue concerns aspects of social
vulnerability to forms of persuasive messages. Charlene D. Elliott’s “Packaging Fun”
deals with her ongoing analyses of how supermarkets target children through the
détournement of “fun” in the form of unusual colors, shapes, and touch in order to
get children’s attention. Similarly, Meghan Lynch in a Research in Brief calls for
further research on how food messages are embedded in television programs for
preschoolers. From a somewhat different angle, namely interpersonal surveillance,
Dan Trottier looks at social media interactions in what one might take as a version of
Tardean “imitation.” 
Lastly, and from an alternative perspective, Michael Lithgow advances a
theoretical view of popular culture’s contestatory potential for defiance in the face of
the persuasive power of the hegemonic news media.
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The four broad perspectives on persuasion brought to bear here no doubt do not
exhaust the topic. But each article, in its own way, opens up a space for further
reflection and research on one of the key ideas that can help us understand the
manifold processes of communication. 
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